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ERNEST DEWITT BURTON 
The University of Chicago 



Notice the form in which the subject is stated. It is not, "Why 
I became a Christian," nor "Why I am a Christian," but "Why I am 
content to be a Christian." This form of words suggests that there 
are influences that might have persuaded me no longer to be a Chris- 
tian, and which have indeed led me to consider whether I should still 
be a Christian. And this is in fact the case. 

These influences have come from two sources. In the first place, 
within Christianity there has arisen a spirit of inquiry and investigation 
leading Christian scholars to ask, How did our religion come to be ? 
When and under what impulse did our sacred books come to be? 
How did our faith in God first arise? Who founded the Christian 
church ? What claim have this faith and this church to the allegiance 
of modern men ? Not in mere curiosity have men asked these ques- 
tions, but with the earnest desire to know the truth and with earnest 
purpose to abide by the results of their investigation whatever those 
results might be. 

In the second place, from without Christianity there has come to 
Christian men a knowledge of other religions such as Christians 
formerly did not possess. Missionaries of Christianity, students of 
other religions, have brought to Christian nations accounts of other 
faiths and other religions that have won and held the allegiance of 
millions of people through centuries of history. And Christian men 
have asked themselves, What is the secret of the power of these 
religions ? and, Is it certain after all that our religion alone is true or 
even the best among religions ? And these questions, too, men have 
asked with earnestness and honesty, ready to accept the results of 
honest inquiry. 

With the former class of questions it has been my duty to deal for 
many years, and I have tried to deal honestly and fearlessly with 

i An address delivered before non-Christian audiences in various cities in India, 
Ceylon, China, Korea, and Japan. 
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them. Of the latter I have less knowledge; yet am not wholly 
ignorant of the results of study along these lines also. As a result of 
such study I am, as my subject itself implies, content, gladly, joyously, 
to be a Christian. Some of the reasons I propose to give you, 
speaking little of other religions, chiefly giving the reasons which lie 
within Christianity itself. 

1. I am content to be a Christian because Christianity is a religion 
of intellectual liberty — a religion which making truth supreme leaves 
me free, requires me, indeed, to accept whatever is true. This 
character was stamped upon it by its founder, Jesus of Nazareth. 
He lived in an age and nation in which religion was enslaved to 
tradition. The supreme question of the teachers of religion was not, 
What is the truth ? but, What did our fathers hold ? What has been 
handed down to us by the elders ? Jesus stood forth, not in the 
spirit of an iconoclast, to break with the past, to reject all things old, 
nor to reaffirm the position of the teachers of his day, but to ask 
simply, What is true ? With keen insight into the world about him, 
with masterful power of discerning in the facts of history, past and 
current, the truths of religion and morals that abide, he calmly and 
confidently passed judgment on that religion and morality which 
his contemporaries accepted from the past, saying of its most funda- 
mental elements that they were good and destined to abide, but of 
much else that it was not according to truth and had no claim on 
men's consciences or conduct. 

In the footsteps of Jesus followed the apostle Paul. Having lived 
for years in the shackles of that legalism which had grown up out of 
the laws of the Old Testament he learned at length in an hour of sudden 
illumination, or as the sequel of that hour, that the past has no right 
simply as the past to stand against men's clearer vision of the true; 
and though never losing reverence for the past and never equaling in 
clearness of vision his Master Jesus, yet dared to stand forth and say 
that even the most sacred rites of the past should no longer be observed 
when they had become shackles on the souls of men hindering their 
spiritual life. 

It must be confessed that the church has not always recognized 
its own birthright, still less conceded it to others. Men have bound 
upon themselves and others burdens that neither they nor their 
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fathers were able to bear. But the supremacy of truth has never been 
wholly lost sight of. Once and again the clear vision has returned; 
the debris of ages has been cleared away, and freedom regained. 
Pre-eminently in this generation has intellectual liberty been achieved 
— achieved, let us hope, never again to be lost. 

Yet before I leave this phase of my subject, let me emphasize 
again that intellectual liberty does not mean scorn of the past. Nor 
does it mean a disposition to break with the past and begin to build 
wholly anew. What our fathers learned and handed down to us is 
infinitely precious. We cannot afford to diminish or scorn our 
inheritance. Sometimes an old building must be torn down, its very 
foundation removed, to make way for a new one. But this is not 
as a rule the way of progress in the intellectual life. With all due 
respect for the past, but with supreme regard for the truth, we accept 
that which approves itself as true. Then little by little the new modifies 
the old until at length we find that we have practically a new intel- 
lectual world. But all the time truth is supreme, and the man is free. 

2. I am content, in the second place, to be a Christian because 
Christianity being a religion of intellectual liberty is able to appro- 
priate to itself truth from whatever source it comes, and, what is even 
more difficult, leave behind its own out-lived elements. 

In Jesus' day men observed fasts at stated periods and could quote 
for these not only tradition but law. But Jesus allowed his disciples 
to neglect them, and when challenged for a reason replied in effect 
that a regularly recurring fast met no real need of man, was indeed 
likely to be a falsehood. For it said in effect, I will be sad on such a 
day of such a month, yet on that very day one might have occasion 
of deepest joy. Asked why his disciples were not punctilious to keep 
the law of clean and unclean food, he answered, Not that which 
enters into a man defiles a man, but that which goeth forth from him 
defiles him. That is, not food that enters the stomach touches and 
makes a man's morals, but his thoughts, his words, his deeds — these 
produce character. And saying these things, in a few self-evident 
maxims, for the proof of which he appealed to men's own spiritual 
insight, he cut the ground from under whole pages of ancient law 
and great masses of tradition. Perceiving truth with a clearness not 
before achieved, he left the half-truth of the past behind. 
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Nor is this power denied to modern Christianity. Scarcely more 
than a generation ago Christianity was confronted with the rise of 
modern science threatening many of its cherished beliefs. Men rose 
in fervor to defend their religion against this new foe. But we have 
lived to know that it was not a foe, but a friend. We have indeed 
surrendered much to science and learned much from science; and 
especially have learned to know that whatever she may give or take 
away, true science cannot make us poorer. And today every intelli- 
gent Christian recognizes that Christianity is purer, stronger, more 
effective because of the coming of modern science, and fears no more 
what science can do; for, however scientific men may confuse truth 
and error, in the end true science can only bring us truth and thereby 
make us richer. 

3. But I am content to be a Christian still more because Chris- 
tianity is a religion of spiritual power. It maintains that fellowship 
of the human soul with God is possible, and vindicates that claim by 
a long line of men in whom faith in such fellowship has brought 
purity and power. True, fellowship with God is a mystery. But 
in what sphere of human experience will you not come upon mystery 
if only you press your way far enough? Has not psychology its 
mysteries ? Has not biology its mysteries ? Have not even chemistry 
and physics theirs? Is it strange that religion should have its 
mysteries also? Mystery does not necessarily signify truth, but 
neither does it of necessity spell unreality or illusion. Back of that 
which produces great results there must be a reality. And by what 
have mightier results been won in the world than by the faith that 
there is an eternal supreme Spirit with whom it is possible for the 
receptive soul to enter into fellowship ? Only let me remind you that 
to Christian faith fellowship with God is not the losing of one's self 
in ineffective contemplation, but it is, in Kepler's phrase, to think 
God's thoughts after him, or better still, to think God's thoughts 
with him, and so to think them as to be stirred to act as God acts. 
Jesus sought the silence of the mountain top for fellowship with God, 
but he speedily returned to the valleys where men dwelt, there to work 
out the thoughts of God in deeds of good. 

4. It is not then a contradiction of this that I have said, but its 
natural sequel, when I add that I am content to be a Christian because 
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Christianity sets before men a high ethical standard, and highest 
precisely in this that it demands that men shall care not supremely 
for their own welfare, even their own moral welfare, but shall seek 
their own good in the good of their fellows. "Thou shalt love thy 
neighbor as thyself," and thy neighbor is thy fellow-man and to love 
him is to seek his welfare in all its phases and aspects. Jesus said, 
" The Son of man came not to be ministered unto but to minister and 
to give his life a ransom for many." Affirming this of himself he 
demanded it also of his disciples. He who seeks any good for him- 
self alone, though it be holiness and heaven, has missed the spirit of 
Jesus and the central moral principle of his religion. He that saveth 
his life shall lose it. He only who loses it in the common good truly 
saves it. 

5. Again I am content to be a Christian because Christianity is 
a religion of broad horizon. Every religion has its community. In 
Christianity the community is not the tribe, or the caste, or the 
nation, or even the race. Christianity, believing in fellowship with 
God, makes him the first member of its community, and then recog- 
nizing that he is the God of all men, and all men are one race, takes 
into its community all those to whom belongs the name of man. 
"Thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thy might, mind and 
strength, and thy neighbor as thyself." But not even here is the 
limit drawn. The birds of the air and the beasts of the earth are 
objects of the heavenly Father's care, and so also, as our fellow- 
creatures, of our consideration. For no sentient being can lie wholly 
beyond the horizon or consideration of him who has learned the 
spirit of Jesus. 

Because of these two last-named characteristics Christianity has 
become the religion of social elevation and elevated civilization. 
Excluding no sentient being from its horizon, guiding itself by the 
principle of love to one's fellow-creatures, it has elevated womanhood, 
glorified childhood, created schools for every class and every age, 
built hospitals for the sick and asylums for the insane, formed 
societies for the promotion of every possible human good and the 
amelioration of every human ill, and for the prevention of cruelty 
to the lower animals. Because of these characteristics also it has 
become the great missionary religion of the world, not limiting 
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admission to it to those born under its influence, but opening its 
doors to men of every race and color and sending its messengers to 
every land under the sun. It is in part because Christianity is a 
missionary religion that I am content to be a Christian. 

6. Finally, I am content to be a Christian because Christianity 
embodies its ideals in a person, who not only taught the truth but 
perfectly exemplified it in his life and is today the mightiest force 
for the uplifting of men and nations. Great is the power of a single 
sentence of truth flung forth into the world to find its way to the 
minds of men. Great is the power of a song to sing its message into 
the hearts of men. But far beyond the power of words, however 
skilfully framed, is the power of truth embodied in a life. How 
supreme then the power of a life which having before it the highest 
ideals perfectly embodies those ideals, calling for no explanation or 
apology but for unstinted admiration and approval. Such is the life 
of Jesus, and in that life the Christian sees the perfect ideal of human 
life, his challenge and his inspiration. But more than this, in Jesus 
the Christian sees also the supreme revelation of God. In the face 
of Jesus Christ he sees the light of the glory of God. He does not 
deny that there have been other revelations of God, in the stars above 
and the earth beneath. He does not deny that God has spoken 
through many a sage and poet and prophet. Rather does he glory in 
the fact that God hath left no age or nation without some token of his 
presence. I do not shrink from saying that in the face of my Chris- 
tian father and mother I saw the first revelation of God, and I thank 
him for that blessed revelation. But above all prophets, priests, and 
poets, above all parents and teachers, in Jesus Christ we see the 
supreme revelation of God. And learning in him to know our God 
we follow him, in whose life we see the power of God, in whose face 
we see the light of the glory of God. 



